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Abstract
The purpose of this study is to investigate undergraduate students communication media choice and their
personality in two disciplines: Management Information System and Child and Adolescent Studies. We propose
to redefine the meaning of media richness on computer-mediated media and evaluate its impact on students
communication media choice. In addition, we propose to recognize personality as one important factor that
may influence a persons communication media choice. 
Keywords: Communication media choice, personality, media richness, technology competencies, social
learning
Introduction
There has been an increasing interest in the use of collaborative technologies in the field of management information system (MIS)
since the emergence of the Internet. Current research mostly focuses on companies and business organizations (Kock, Hilmer,
Standing, & Clark, 2000), and only few studies evaluated the use of collaborative technologies in higher education. Students today
are having new media choices such as email besides traditional methods such as raising questions in class, visiting the instructor’s
office, or calling the instructors. Moreover, the effective utilization of computers and computer applications across the student
population is the ultimate goal of computer implementation in education (Woodrow, 1994). Therefore, it is important to
investigate the students’ communication media choice and its impact on learning effectiveness.  
A number of theories have been used to explain users’ communication media choice. Among these theories, media richness and
social learning theory have been particularly proponent. Media richness theory (Daft & Lengel, 1986) proposed that media can
be classified as learn or rich, depending on its ability to support communication in equivocal  tasks. Face-to-face is considered
the richest communication medium, and computer-mediated media is considered a relatively lean media. More recently, social
learning theory (Fulk, Schmitz, & Steinfield, 1990) argued that social influences can strongly shape individual behavior toward
technology. Both theories received evidences to support their frameworks, however, neither one of them explain the
communication media choice thoroughly. 
This research proposes to recognize two important factors that may influence a student’s communication media choice. First, it
proposes to examine the meaning of “media richness” by incorporating advances of today’s technology. Traditional email, indeed,
could only provide text-based document, where the function of interaction and social cues are largely lost. However, newer
technology features have significantly “enriched” the possible richness of email as a communication media. For instance, users
can easily attach web links and multi media files (graphic, music, or video) to an email, and thus substantially enhance the richness
of the message. In addition, interactive messaging, live text chat, or live voice chat, have simulated face to face communications
with even more supporting documents and richness.
A media is as rich as the limitation offered by technology. By the current standard of technology, it can be said that email, or
electronic means of communication, can be as lean as pure text-based document, or as rich as any forms of communication medias
combined. This research proposes to use the user’s technology proficiency level as a factor in media choice.  
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Second, when all forms of media choices are available to a student, we propose that personality  may play a role in their actual
choice of media. Pocius (1991) found that personal personality traits related to many aspects  of human-computer interactions.
In addition, Hudiburg and Pschaj (1999) found that personal personality traits of computer users affect the stress related to
computer use. In addition, from our observation, we have found students who are shy, quiet, and timid prefer to use email to
communicate with instructors. On the other hand, active, sociable, and outgoing students prefer to raise questions in the
classrooms.
Literature Review
Media Richness and Technology
Much research has been devoted to study the behavior of managers when it comes to choices of specific communication media,
such as face-to-face, telephone, and electronic mails. Media richness theory classifies different communication media by the
richness of information or knowledge the media can carry. Face-to-face communications is said to offer the most richness,
followed by telephone conversation. Email or letter is considered the leanest in terms of media richness. Studies use media
richness as a predictor of user media choice cannot find conclusive results (Barnatt, 1995; Davidow & Malone, 1992).
Current technology has redefined the meaning of media richness. Traditional reasoning that email can be represented by one
universal degree of richness is no longer adequate.  A novice user of email may choose to enter simple text, which conveys rather
lean information, while an experienced email user may choose to include multi media attachments or web links, which greatly
enhance its richness. In addition, many new features such as instant messaging, live text and voice chat are not included in the
traditional definition of email. This research uses technology proficiency as an indicator of media choice and hope to shed new
light into our understanding of media choice.
Social Influence
Another line of research in media choice is social influence theory. It is argued that users often choose a media for its social
meanings. For instance, Webster and Trevino (1995) examined the effect of social influence, or how the user’s social group views
or values a particular media, and the effect of symbolic  cues, social meaning of a media in terms of formality and urgency, on
media choice. 
We consider social influence a possible factor in student’s media choice. Student groups are tightly knitted  and peer influence
seems to play an important role in students’ behavior, including media choice.
Personality
There are a few researchers that have done studies in information technology and the correlation with particular personality traits.
Most of the studies focus on the attitudes of the users (Nickell & Pinto, 1986), anxiety of the computer user (Marcoulides, 1989),
and the stress of the computer user (Hudiburg, 1995). Little was known on the personal personality trait and its relation with
communication media choice. In this study, we will include personality as one of the factors that might influence undergraduate
students’ communication media choice. 
Costa and McCrae (1985) proposed that the structure of personality is composed of five dimensions: Neuroticism , Extraversion,
Openness to Experience, Agreeableness, and Conscientiousness. In this study, we are interested in two particular personality
domains: Neuroticism and Extraversion. Neuroticism people are shy, anxious, nervous, timid, and fearful. The Extraversion people
are sociable, outgoing, talkative, confident, energetic, aggressive, and optimistic. According to the definitions of personality traits
and the instructors’ observation, we hypothesize that personality will influence undergraduate students’ communication media
choice. 
Research Model
This research proposes to test media choice as a result of three factors: technology proficiency, social influence, and personality.
Our research model is in Figure 1.
We hypothesize that students who are more proficient in technology are more like to use technology. In addition, we regard
students as a tightly knitted group where peer influence plays a significant role. Therefore, choice of media is also influenced by
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Figure 1. Research Model
social influence. Students who are in a peer group where members
constantly communicate through emails are more choose email as
a communication media, compared to students who are not in such
a peer group.
Hypothesis 1: Students choice of media is
influenced by their technology proficiency.
Students who are more proficient in technology
are more likely to choose email as a
communication media than students who are
less proficient in technology.
Studies that wish to test the effect of social influence often use
mock questions in hypothetical situations. In this study, we are
able to obtain two groups of students with distinguished social
background: students majoring in Management Information
Systems from the Business School, and students majoring in Child
Development from the College of Education. By normalizing their technology proficiency and personality, we hope to test the
following hypothesis:
Hypothesis 2. Students choice of media is influenced by social learning. Students who are in a peer group that
uses constantly use technology are more likely to choose email as a communication media than students who
are not in such a peer group.
We hypothesize that personality will influence a person’s communication media choice. With many choices of communication
media available, a person should choose the one that he/she feels most comfortable to communicate with the instructors.
Hypothesis 3: Extraversion people will prefer to use face-to-face communication with the instructor, especially
raising questions in the classrooms, because they are not afraid of asking questions in public. In addition, they
are talkative and confident on themselves, therefore, they prefer to use more face-to-face communication than
non-extraversion people. 
Hypothesis 4: Neuroticism students will prefer to use email to communicate with instructors because they are
shy and fearful so they prefer to use a private method to communicate with instructors. 
In addition, we also hope to gain insights into the interactions among the three factors. 
Hypothesis 5. For students with high technology proficiency, personality IS NOT a factor in media choice. For
students with low technology proficiency, personality IS a factor in media choice.
Research Design and Anticipated Outcome
Questionnaires were distributed and collected at the end of 2000 Spring semester to undergraduate students in two large state
universities. These students are from two distinct majors, namely, Management Information Systems (MIS) and Child and
Adolescent Studies (CAS). Students were asked to recall how they communicate with the instructor in 2000 Spring semester. Their
technology proficiency and personality level were also tested. The study is currently under data analysis.
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